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EMTALA/COBRA Algorithm

No EMTALA obligation
Carefully inquire as to what it is they
want. If routine outpatient procedure
(e.g., blood test), consider having
them sign a special consent form.

“Stable for D/C”
Requires definitive arrangements for
follow-up to prevent destabilization
or provide further stabilization.

Formal transfer and documentation
of informed “risk vs. benefits” is nec-
essary if sending to another facility
for immediate treatment.

This also may be necessary for
delayed treatment as an outpatient
(e.g., ortho follow-up for a fracture).

No further immediate
EMTALA obligation

Elective Admit, Elective
Treatment, or Discharge

Provide necessary stabilizing
treatment

EMC resolved or “stable for D/C”
with EMC

EMC still within hospital’s
capability and capacity to treat?

Patient requests
to be transferred?

Patient requests
to leave AMA?

Admit
Until EMC stabilized or

resolved, patient dies, or
patient requests transfer.

Treatment Refusal Form
and Discharge AMA

Make available best possible
outpatient Rx and follow-up.

Document
Transfer acceptance;

nursing report called; records
and X-rays sent.

yes

no

yes

no

yes no

Person arrives on hospital
property AND requests

emergency medical care?
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Registration
Registration may begin at
any logical time in the ED
course as long as it does
not delay or impede the
patient’s receiving an MSE
and/or stabilizing treatment.
Be careful not to dissuade
the patient from receiving
the MSE.

Prior authorization for ser-
vices is prohibited until the
patient is deemed to be
medically stable or deter-
mined not to have an EMC.

Triage, log, and register patient

Medical Screening Examination
(MSE)

Emergency Medical Condition?
(EMC)

Capacity and capability to stabilize?

yes

yes no

yes

Transfer
Continue stabilizing Rx
within capability until trans-
fer completed. 

All transfers should be
considered potentially
UNSTABLE.

Patient consents
to transfer?

Complete forms
“Request for Transfer”
“Consent to Transfer”

“Certification of Transfer”

Transfer Refusal Form
May be a combined form:
“AMA/Treatment/Transfer/

Refusal”

no

yes

no

no

yes

Source: Todd Taylor, MD, FACEP, Good Samaritan Regional Medical Center, Phoenix.


